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Almost a month after the Bolivian government declared a 90-day state of siege to combat escalating
demonstrations by labor, teachers, and campesinos, some of the strikes have been settled and
many of the more than 400 people detained in the days following the government action have
been released. However, the state of siege has not been lifted, and some sectors are threatening
new demonstrations. Although protests were banned by the April 19 state of siege, the labor
confederation Central Obrera Boliviana (COB) continued to demonstrate around the country, as did
teachers' unions and organized groups of coca growers, all of which led to more arrests throughout
the second half of April.
In addition, coca growers set up roadblocks between the cities of Santa Cruz and Cochabamba in
central Bolivia, protesting the continued detention of their leader Evo Morales and other heads of
the organized coca growers. The protestors were dispersed by police and anti-drug agents. The state
of siege bans all demonstrations, union meetings, and strikes; forbids citizens to carry weapons;
imposes a curfew; and allows the government to detain people without charges (see NotiSur,
04/28/95).
Notwithstanding the ongoing demonstrations, on April 29 COB reached an agreement with the
government to end a general strike that it had led for more than a month. COB had struck in support
of the teachers' unions, which were seeking higher wages and guarantees of labor stability from
the government, as well as to demonstrate general opposition to the neoliberal policies of President
Gonzalo Sanchez de Lozada's administration (see Chronicle of Latin American Political Affairs,
03/02/95, 03/30/95, and 04/06/95). The agreement, signed by Interior Minister Carlos Sanchez Berzain
and COB secretary general Juan Chavez, was reached through mediating efforts by the Roman
Catholic Church. It calls for the resumption of government-labor negotiations over unaddressed
COB demands, with continued mediation by the church.
The Bolivian hierarchy harshly criticized the state of siege and has also spoken out against the
negative effects of the government's economic policies on the poor. In calling on both sides to find a
peaceful solution to their differences, the bishops said they feared that Bolivia was "heading toward
a dangerous spiral of violence that could bring consequences that no one wants." The agreement
between the government and COB also calls for the creation of a high-level commission to study a
controversial education reform law, which the teachers adamantly oppose, and stipulates that all
those detained since the imposition of the state of siege be released. Many of the detained were
taken to remote jungle and highlands areas, bringing criticism from human rights organizations that
the drastic change in climate and inadequate conditions put those detained at high risk of illness.
Still, although it addresses some of COB's grievances, the agreement does not lift the state of
siege. "When conditions of security and normalcy improve, flexible measures will accompany the
improvement," said Sanchez Berzain, when asked about an end to the controversial measures.
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In addition, the agreement between the COB and the government did not completely resolve the
conflict with the teachers' unions. In fact, on May 2 the teachers decided to delay their return to
work as a result of internal differences among the 34 unions comprising the federation of rural
and urban teachers. The delay, in turn, provoked the government to postpone the release of those
detained under the state of siege.
Finally, the 80,000 public school teachers, who had walked out of their classrooms on March 13,
returned to work on May 3, after the government promised that it would release leaders of the
teachers' unions from jail, and that it would soon lift the state of siege. The teachers' initial decision
to delay their return to work, however, generated conflicts with COB leaders. COB executive
secretary Oscar Salas Moya, who was set free from jail on May 3 the same day the teacher's strike
ended, harshly criticized both the government and radical elements within the teachers' movement.
Salas Moya said the imposition of the state of siege and the subsequent detention of hundreds of
union members showed the public and the international community that the government "does
not know how to live in a democracy, and prefers a dictatorship." But he also criticized the La Paz
teachers, the most radical among the teachers' confederation, for "nostalgically trying to act as they
did 50 years ago, without understanding that the national and world situation is different."
Meanwhile, one of the most conflictive sectors in the current social unrest has been the coca
growers, principally from the Chapare region of central Bolivia, 470 km southeast of La Paz. Their
leader, Evo Morales, was detained on April 18. His prolonged detention, plus the government's
commitment to a policy of crop eradication, which the US has set as a condition for continued aid,
threatened new outbreaks of violence in the Chapare. On May 4, the coca growers said they would
only agree to eradicate the 1,750 hectares of coca fields before June 30 as demanded by the US if the
government immediately released Evo Morales. The growers took the position after a statement by
Minister of Government Carlos Sanchez Berzain that Morales would be turned over to the Policia
Tecnica Judicial (PTJ) on charges of endangering public security.
A spokesperson for the coca growers said on May 6 that Sanchez Berzain had threatened the
growers, warning them, "If you don't want peace in the Chapare, eradication of coca fields is going
forward, with or without your cooperation." Finally, on May 9, Morales was released. However, the
situation in the Chapare is still highly volatile. Meantime, although the state of siege continues in
effect, some measures, including the hours of the curfew, have been relaxed, especially in small
cities and rural areas. (Sources: Associated Press, 04/29/95; United Press International, 04/28/95,
04/29/95, 05/02/95; Reuter, 04/29/95, 04/30/95, 05/02/95; Inter Press Service, 04/24/95, 05/03/95;
Agence France-Presse, 05/03/95, 05/04/95, 05/09/95)
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